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Acts 20-21 Paul to Jerusalem 

Acts 20:1-16. In this section Paul travels through Macedonia and Greece speaking 

many words of encouragement to the people. The Feast of Unleavened Bread, which 

includes Passover, happened during this time. Also, in the next section the Feast of 

Pentecost is mentioned. For a brief review of the Feasts of the Lord click here. 

Passover certainly had taken on a new meaning in light of Jesus being the fulfillment of 

the Passover. Paul spoke of this when he stated, “Don’t you know that a little yeast 

leavens the whole batch of dough? Get rid of the old yeast, so that you may be a new 

unleavened batch—as you really are. For Christ, our Passover lamb has been 

sacrificed. Therefore let us keep the Festival, not with the old bread leavened with 

malice and wickedness, but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth,” 1 

Corinthians 5:6-8. 

In Acts 20:16, we see that Paul had Jerusalem in mind as he sought to be there before 

the Feast of Pentecost. Like Passover, Pentecost now had a new meaning for those 

who belonged to Christ. Before, the Jews remembered this holy day to remember the 

coming of the law at Mt. Sinai. Now, for the Christian, it represents the appointed day of 

the coming of the Holy Spirit as promised by Jesus. It was going to be a day that 

Jerusalem would be packed with people from all nations—thus Paul was motivated to 

be there. To review our previous notes on the Church’s beginning, click here. 

Personal Application: Paul was faithful to stay in the mission field teaching, preaching 

and serving. AQ: How are you doing these days staying on task for the Lord? If you 

have drifting a little, what would the Lord have you do to get back in step with him? 

Acts 20:17-38. Paul has begun his voyage working his way toward Jerusalem. In this 

passage Paul is traveling down the coast of what we would call Western Turkey today. 

He sailed past Ephesus instead of making port there because he wanted to arrive at 

Jerusalem before the Feast of Pentecost. He did make port at Miletus, south of 

Ephesus, and called for the elders in Ephesus to come join him there. Paul had spent 

two years in Ephesus establishing a church there. These men were precious to him 

certainly like dear children he had raised from youth into mature followers of Christ. Now 

had come the time to leave them not to see them again. The passage is very touching 

as it describes the great love these men had for Paul and he for them. Paul reminded 

them of how he taught publicly as well as house to house while he was with them in 

Ephesus. He spoke in very clear terms what he taught when he said, “I have declared to 
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both Jews and Greeks that they must turn to God in repentance and have faith in our 

Lord Jesus,” (v21).  

His message was a message of repentance. Not of repentance like cleaning up your 

act. He spoke of turning away from false gods to the one true God. False gods like 

idols, Satan, and especially the false god of self. Jesus gave the true conditions of 

repentance when he said, “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and 

take up his cross daily and follow me. For whoever, wants to save his life will lose it, but 

whoever loses his life for me will save it,” Luke 9:23-24. This kind of repentance (turning 

to come after Jesus) requires a denial of self. This basically means disowning yourself –

giving up all rights to self-government. To take up you cross was well understood by 

Jesus’ audience. They were well aware of the Roman crosses that lined the roads on 

which criminals and undesirables were tortured to death. The cross was a symbol of 

extreme suffering and death. Jesus was not talking about taking on some uncomfortable 

burden like a grumpy brother-in-law. He was talking about taking up one’s own death 

daily -- In other words, dying to self so that one may live for Christ. This actually 

requires following him first through the cross. The way to life is through the cross of 

Christ. 

While Paul was meeting with the elders from Ephesus he shared with them how the 

Holy Spirit had been warning him in every city that prison and hardship was facing him. 

In all this he spoke the words which indicated that he understood the words of Jesus. 

Paul stated, “I consider my life worth nothing to me, if only I complete the task the Lord 

has given me—the task of testifying to the gospel of God’s grace. Paul had accepted his 

own death sentence. He understood God’s grace. He knew he deserved nothing yet 

God had given him his own Son –the Way, the Truth and the Life. He came to know 

what God meant when he told Paul that his grace was sufficient –that through Paul’s 

weakness God was revealed to be strong.”  

Paul strived not to save his own life but to complete the mission God had called him to. 

There was no thought of turning back. He was determined to press on to finish the race. 

He could see the finish line coming up quickly. His eyes were fixed upon the face of 

Christ. If it was not clear before Paul made it perfectly clear what his mission was –to 

testify to the gospel of God’s grace. 

Personal Application: I hope Paul’s example of faith is an encouragement to you. It 

certainly is for me. It has reminded me of what’s really important. We too, like Paul, are 

to testify to God’s grace. AQ: What is your testimony? What grace has God 

demonstrated in you? Let us continue to press on so we too may finish the race and win 

the victor’s crown –seeing the face of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 
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Acts 21 

Acts 21:1-26. In this passage of Scripture Paul resumes his journey to Jerusalem by 

sea. The ship made a brief stop at Tyre to unload cargo, (v3). While there Paul met with 

some of the disciples and stayed with them for seven days. Fearing for Paul’s life they 

urged him not to go to Jerusalem. They were aware of the trouble that waited for him 

there. Next we see an account of what I believe was a powerful moment in the life of the 

early church, (v5). These disciples and their families followed Paul and his companions 

to the beach to meet the ship. When there they kneeled on the sand and began to pray 

together.  

Paul and his companions continued on their journey by sea and landed at Ptolemais 

and stayed with the brothers there for a day, (v7). From there they went to Caesarea 

and stayed in the house of Philip, (v8). If you remember Phillip from Acts 6, he was one 

of the seven men chosen by the Apostles, who were known to be full of the Spirit and 

wisdom, to be responsible for the daily distribution of food to the widows from the 

Grecian Jews, (see our previous study notes for more detailed information). In this 

section a prophet by the name of Agabus came from Judea and acted out a prophecy 

by tying his own hands with Paul’s belt and stating that the Jews in Jerusalem will bind 

the owner of this belt and hand him over to the Gentile authorities, (vv10-11). Once 

again the people begged him not to go. Paul had already been warned by the Holy 

Spirit of his fate and Paul had surrendered his life for the sake of Christ. Paul continued 

on from there to Jerusalem accompanied by disciples from Caesarea, (vv15-16). 

It is important to note, that as we see Paul making his way to Jerusalem, it is evident of 

his impact on the region by the reality of established churches and disciples. 

When Paul arrived in Jerusalem he was greeted warmly and with gladness, (v17). We 

would expect that his arrival was before the Feast of Pentecost as was his intent. Then 

he went to see James and the other elders. The brothers in Jerusalem could see 

firsthand God’s gracious saving work throughout the Roman by the Gentile converts 

that accompanied Paul.  

It is worth noting that the rule of the Church had shifted over time. In the beginning, the 

Apostles were the overseers of the Church. As time progressed elders were appointed 

in Jerusalem and elsewhere to rule over the local assemblies. The Apostles obviously 

had gone out to evangelize and eventually were martyred. James held a recognizable 

position in the leadership of the Jerusalem fellowship from an early date, (c.f. Galatians 

2:9; Acts 12:17). Paul’s report was one of humility giving all the glory to God for the 

work God had done among the Gentiles, (also see Romans 15:18; Ephesians 3:8; and 

1 Thessalonians 2:4). When the brothers heard Paul’s report they began glorifying God, 

(v.20a). 
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From their joy the leaders turned to a topic of concern. The Scripture reports that 

thousands of Jews who were zealous for the Law of Moses turned to Christ and 

believed. These Jewish Christians continued to follow the teachings of Christ as well as 

hold to the ceremonial aspects of the law. They did not view it as a means of salvation, 

however they still observed its required feasts, Sabbath regulations, ritual vows and 

dietary restrictions. It is apparent that the leaders in Jerusalem did not condemn the 

observing of them. In Romans 14:1ff and 1 Corinthians 8-10 we see that Paul 

commands patience for those he calls “weaker brothers,” until they understand their 

freedom in Christ. Also we note that the Jerusalem Counsel in Acts 15 did not impose 

the Old Covenant rituals on the Gentile converts. This was a period of transition in the 

life of the Church and God himself was patient. Certainly in a few years most of the 

ceremonialism would be a moot point as the temple was destroyed by the Romans. 

In this passage of Acts we see that Paul’s old enemies the Judaizers had taken the 

opportunity to stir up the zealous Jewish Christians. Paul was met by Judaizers, at 

every turn on his journeys, teaching that Gentile converts must become Jews before 

Christians. They sought to impose rituals such as circumcision upon the Gentile 

converts. Paul disagreed and the Jewish Counsel settled the issue only requiring the 

Gentiles to abstain “from food sacrificed to idols, from blood, from meat of strangled 

animals and from sexual immorality,” so as not to offend the Jewish Christians, (Acts 

21:25b, Acts 15). 

Acts 21:23, the leaders in Jerusalem asked Paul to reassure the Jewish Christians by 

participating in a Nazirite purification vow. Paul agreed. At first we may be shocked that 

Paul, who understood freedom in Christ, would participate in a ritual that was part of the 

Mosaic Law –although Paul had willing participated in the vow in Acts 18:18 as well as 

circumcise Timothy in Acts 16:1-3. Before we judge too quickly, let us look at what Paul 

wrote to the Corinthian congregation: “Although I am free and belong to no man, I make 

myself a slave to everyone, to win as many as possible. To the Jews I became like a 

Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the law I became like one under the law (though I 

myself am not under the law), so to win those under the law. To those not having the 

law I became like one not having the law (though I am not free from God’s law but am 

under Christ’s law), so as to win those not having the law,” (I Corinthians 9:19-21).  

To understand more about the purification ceremony, as prescribed by the law that Paul 

participated in see Numbers 6. 

In 1 Corinthians 9: 19-27, Paul declared that “To the Jew, I became like a Jew to win the 

Jews,” (v20). He put himself under the Mosaic Law, although he had freedom in Christ, 

and it was not required of him. As we have seen before he did this so he would have 

access to the Jews in order to teach the gospel of Christ. In verse 21, he goes on to 
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say, “To those not having the [Mosaic] law I became like one not having the law (though 

I am not free from God’s law but I am under Christ’s law), so as to win those not having 

the law. I put the word Mosaic in parentheses in case anyone would think that Paul is 

encouraging lawlessness or sinfulness. He certainly is not.  

A great question arises here: What is the “Law of Christ”? For Paul was absolutely clear 

that he is under Christ’s law. By not being under the Law of Moses, we know he is not 

talking of the 10 commandments, the ceremonial laws or sacrifices that we see in 

Scriptures such as Exodus, Numbers, Leviticus and Deuteronomy. This is important to 

make this distinction since we are under the law of Christ not the law of the old 

covenant or the Law of Moses. 

Galatians 6:2. In this passage of Scripture is the only other place that mentions 

specifically the “law of Christ.” It states that we should “Carry each other’s burdens, and 

in this way fulfill the law of Christ.” I would recommend reading this chapter to get the 

full context of what Paul is teaching for greater understanding of this law. Just a few 

verses before he said, “If you are led by the Spirit you are not under law,” (Galatians 

5:18). I would take this to mean that if we obey and keep in step with the Holy Spirit will 

be obeying the law of Christ.  

I think we could conclude that anything that Christ has commanded us to do is his law. 

To violate his commands comes with consequences and to follow his commands comes 

with blessings. Jesus said in John 8:31-32, “If you hold to my teaching, you are really 

my disciples. Then you will know the truth and the truth will set you free.” This is a 

command (law) with a promise. Many people misquote or only partially quote this verse 

thus making the truth relative to their own understanding --however, holding to his 

teaching means to obey his commands. 

We need to be careful that we do not separate the command from the promise. Most of 

us like the idea of the promise but can struggle with the command (law). By obeying him 

you demonstrate that you really follow him and are his disciple. The blessing comes out 

of the obedience to the commandment –you will know the truth. This means you will 

know him (he is the truth), and in him you will be free from all condemnation. “There is 

no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, because through Christ Jesus the 

law of the Spirit of life set me from the law of sin and death,” Romans 8.  

I would definitely recommend reading this entire chapter of Romans 8 to understand the 

context of this profound statement made by Paul. The law of Christ is now written on our 

heart and we are moved by the Holy Spirit to obey what God has written on our heart. 

This was prophesied by Ezekiel in Ezekiel 36:26-27, some 600 years before the Holy 

Spirit came to live in men on the Day of Pentecost. 
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Just a quick glance at the words of Christ and you will begin to see the commands of 

Christ (his law). One person asked him in Mark 12, “What is the greatest commandment 

[or greatest law]?” Jesus replied, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all 

your soul, and with all your mind and with all your strength.” Then, “Love your neighbor 

as yourself,” (vv30-31). One paraphrase says, “Love your neighbor as God loves you,” 

John 15:17. Jesus could not be any clearer, “This is my command: Love each other.” 

Act 21: 27-36. In this section the Judaizers from Asia were also in Jerusalem for the 

Feast of Pentecost and they stirred up the Jews claiming that Paul was teaching people 

everywhere against the Jewish people, the Law of Moses, and the temple. The crowd 

became zealously enraged and seized Paul creating such uproar that it gained the 

attention of the Roman authorities. The authorities stepped in and stopped the crowd 

from beating Paul. The Romans arrested Paul and began to inquire what all the fuss 

was about. All the time the crowd was shouting, “Away with him.” Not too far from this 

spot, about 30 years before, a crowd called out for the crucifixion of our Lord and Savior 

Jesus Christ. 
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